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Scope & Content:

The Luke Lea Papers, containing approximately 32 cubic feet and nine oversize
boxes, span the period 1826 through 1993, although the bulk is largely
concentrated in the years 1876 through 1945. The collection is composed of
applications, clippings, correspondence, diaries, financial records, interviews,
legal records, photographs, subject files and several miscellaneous items.

The majority of the collection is composed of correspondence. Luke Lea was an
important political leader and this correspondence reflects his involvement in state
and national affairs. From 1908, Lea had a close working relationship with key
leaders of the Democratic party, and within the collection are representative
letters from such prominent persons as William Jennings Bryan and Woodrow
Wilson. Included are many routine business letters involving the operation of the
Tennessean newspaper and other business concerns. Although he tended to handle
business affairs face-to-face, his letters record with whom he was in contact at a
given period.

A second large part of the correspondence is from his son, Luke Lea Jr. A portion
of their correspondence was written while Lea Sr. was in prison, but the majority
falls after his release. This correspondence primarily details father and son’s
business ventures in the late 1930s. There is a small amount of correspondence
from family members including his first wife, Mary Louise (Warner) Lea and his
parents, Overton and Ella Lea. Correspondence in the collection is arranged in
alphabetical order. The correspondence from Luke Lea is arranged in
chronological order.



There are a large number of newspaper clippings in the collection. The clippings
are centered primarily around Lea’s career in the United States Senate. There are
some prison clippings and clippings related to family matters as well. Loose
clippings were removed from the collection, photocopied, and the originals
disposed of. Scrapbooks containing clippings are located in the oversized boxes.

An important part of the collection are Lea’s diaries. The diaries fall into two
categories, those kept while he was serving in World War | and those kept during
his imprisonment in North Carolina. Lea’s handwriting is extremely difficult to
read, and a word or phrase is frequently impossible to decipher. Fortunately for
the researcher, Dr. Cromwell Tidwell hired two stenographers to transcribe the
diaries. Both the original diaries and the transcriptions are included in the
collection.

The legal records detail Lea’s court battles during the 1930s. Included in this
category are affidavits, briefs, extradition papers, and testimonies from court
trials. The testimony from the Lea trials are almost complete, with only one
volume missing. There is also a complete set of testimony from the Wallace B.
Davis trial. A thesis written in the late 1930s, gives a history and analysis of the
Luke Lea trials.

Another important part of the collection is subject files. The subject files were
taken from Lea’s office after his death and may contain correspondence and other
materials relating to a particular subject. There are financial records in the
collection including a few receipts and Lea’s income tax records. Lea’s military
records with maps showing his regiment’s activities in France during World War
| are also included in the collection. Researchers interested in World War |
should consult the many photographs located in Boxes 66 and 67. Finally, the
collection also contains interviews used in preparation for Mary Louise Tidwell’s
biography of Luke Lea, as well as articles Lea wrote for various newspapers and
journals.

The Luke Lea Papers record the life of one of Tennessee’s most colorful leaders.
As a politician and molder of public opinion, Lea helped shape, for good or bad,
the direction of Tennessee politics for the first three decades of the twentieth
century. His rapid rise to power and influence is made even more poignant by his
downfall in the 1930s. The Luke Lea Papers represent an important, but little
known period of Tennessee history.

The collection was updated in 2011 with the addition of Lea’s World War I diary
to Box 68. A typewritten transcription of the diary had been in Box 26, Folders 1-
5, and was subsequently moved to Box 68; it is now Box 68, Folders 2-6. Further
updating was done to photographs in Boxes 66 and 67. Seven photographs from
Box 48 were moved to Box 66 to be housed with the rest of the photographs, and
all of the photographs in both Box 66 and Box 67 were then reorganized and
renumbered.



Lea’s own typewritten account of his attempt to kidnap the Kaiser in 1919 had
been housed in Box 57, Folder 5, and Box 45, Folder 1. Since the latter was the
second half of Lea’s account, it was moved to Box 57, Folder 5, in order to
include it with the first half of the account. Researchers interested in the attempt
to kidnap the Kaiser should also examine the materials in Box 45, Folder 2A,
which contains correspondence related to Lea’s attempts to get his account
published. Box 40, Folder 9, also contains correspondence related to the plot.
Thomas P. Henderson, a member of the group that attempted to kidnap the Kaiser,
wrote to the Saturday Evening Post in 1949 and offered additional information
about the endeavor, including a transcript of Lea’s testimony during the official
Army inquiry into the incident.
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Administrative/Biographical History

The Luke Lea Papers, containing approximately 32 cubic feet of archival
materials, are centered around the career of Luke Lea Sr., prominent Tennessee
political leader and founder and publisher of the Nashville Tennessean. Luke Lea
was born in 1878, in Nashville, Tennessee, the son of Overton and Ella (Cocke)
Lea. After his graduation from the University of the South and Columbia
University, Lea began to practice law in Nashville, Tennessee, in 1903. He was a
successful lawyer, but soon turned his attention to other enterprises. On May 10,
1907, Lea organized the Nashville Tennessean, which was to become one of the
most influential newspapers in the state.

Politically, Lea became prominent in 1908 over a split in the state Democratic
Party. At the 1908 state Democratic convention, the Lea faction was able to gain
control and secure the gubernatorial nomination for Lea’s ally Malcolm R.



Patterson. From 1908 until the election of Henry H. Horton in 1931, only one
governor was elected without the support of the very powerful Luke Lea. Because
of his great influence, Lea became known as the “maker of governors.”

Lea reached the peak of his career in 1911, when the Tennessee General
Assembly became deadlocked in the selection of a United States Senator. Lea
differed with Governor Patterson over the issue of prohibition, Patterson
championing the “wets” and Lea the prohibition cause. In this fight, he played a
major role in the split of the Democratic party and the election of Ben W. Hooper,
a fusion-dry candidate, to the governorship. Eventually, Lea was overwhelmingly
elected to the United States Senate, entering that body as the youngest man ever
to hold a seat. Two years later, however, the Seventeenth Amendment was
adopted, which established direct election of United States Senators by popular
vote. Lea’s former ally, Malcolm Patterson, entered the Senate race in 1916.
Congressman Kenneth D. McKellar then announced that he would be the third
candidate for the seat. All attention centered on the bitter fight between the two
main candidates, Lea and Patterson, while McKellar held the middle course.
McKellar won the election and held the senatorship for many decades afterwards.
The “Boss” Crump machine was just beginning to feel its power, and it played a
role in the first McKellar nomination. Thereafter, Lea was to wage almost
continual warfare with the Memphis-based Crump machine.

Shortly after his defeat for the Senate, the United States entered World War I. Lea
organized a volunteer regiment, later to become the 114th Field Artillery and was
commissioned a lieutenant colonel and later a colonel in command of the
regiment. The Tennessee volunteer outfit served ten months in France, and fought
in the St. Mihiel and Meuse-Argonne offensives that helped break the Hindenburg
line. For his role in the war, Lea was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal.
At the close of the war, Lea gathered a special party from the 114th and set out to
capture Kaiser Wilhelm, who had fled to neutral Holland. The attempt to “kidnap”
the Kaiser failed. While the U. S. Army conducted an official inquiry into the
matter, Lea and his men were reprimanded but not court-martialed for their
escapade. Lea was also one of the founders of the American Legion in 1919.

Lea plunged into the publishing and political fields after the war, bringing to both
a number of men who had served with him in France. He championed the cause of
Austin Peay and helped him win three terms as governor against the opposition of
the Crump machine. In the 1920s, he became allied with Rogers Caldwell in the
investment banking business of Caldwell and Company, purchased newspapers in
Memphis and Knoxville newspapers, and engaged in other large financial
operations.

With the financial crash of 1929, Lea lost the political power and business empire
he had built. Within two years, he and his son, Luke Lea Jr. were indicted along
with several others in North Carolina in the resulting failure of the Central Bank
and Trust Company of Asheville, North Carolina. They immediately waived



extradition and went to North Carolina to arrange for trial. When the trial was
ready to start, the indictments were dismissed and a new indictment returned on
different grounds. After a prolonged fight over the validity of the new indictment,
a trial ensued with the jury holding that the Leas were guilty of violating the
banking laws of North Carolina.

The two Leas disappeared pending the hearing for extradition, but later turned
themselves into the sheriff of Fentress County where they had been staying. After
another move to Clarksville, Tennessee, the Leas entered the North Carolina State
Prison on May 10, 1934, to serve their terms. Lea was to serve six to ten years and
his son two to six years, or pay a $25,000 fine.

Luke Lea Jr. was freed after several months’ imprisonment because of a serious
condition requiring surgery. His father sought a pardon in 1935, but it was denied
by North Carolina Governor J. C. B. Ehrichaus. However, he was paroled April 1,
1936, after serving less than two years, and later he was given a full pardon.
Returning home, he was met at Lebanon, Tennessee, by a large motorcade of
friends and his former soldiers. Nashville Mayor Hilary Howse, whom he had
opposed politically, led the cavalcade, and Lea returned to Nashville escorted by
the mayor and a squad of motorcycle officers.

After his return, Lea lived in semi-retirement. He never again achieved the
success that he had known before the 1930s. Several attempts to repurchase the
Tennessean failed, and other publishing ventures never realized their potential.
Suffering from poor health in his later years, Lea died in a Nashville hospital on
November 17, 1945. The only full-scale biography of Luke Lea was written by
his daughter, Mary Louise Tidwell, in 1993. After the completion of her research,
Mrs. Tidwell donated the Lea Papers to the Tennessee Historical Society.
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Oversize --’Scrgpbooks -- Newspaper clippings about 1933 61 3
Lea’s trial
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Photographs -- North Carolina State Prison ca. 1930s 67 16
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honor of Mrs. James O. Murdock.
Photographs -- Party given at Melrose, Nashville, TN, in 67 18
honor of Mrs. James O. Murdock
Photographs -- Party given at Melrose, Nashville, TN, in 67 19
honor of Mrs. James O. Murdock
Photographs -- Party given at Melrose, Nashville, TN, in 67 20
honor of Mrs. James O. Murdock
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Photographs -- Percy Warner funeral 1927 67 24
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Photographs -- Percy Warner funeral 1927 67 26
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Col. Luke Lea 1950
Photographs -- Unveiling of park plague in memory of April 16, 67 29
Col. Luke Lea 1950
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trenches near VVaux-lés-Palameix, France
Photographs -- U.S. Army Signal Corps photograph #
[hereafter SC#] 25258, “Quartermaster supplies September
entering Fliry after four years of German 28 1918 67 31
occupation. Fliry, Meurthe et Moselle, France. '
September 28, 1918.”
Photographs -- SC# 27433, “Showing shelled village of October 1
Cheppy when First Division entered. Cheppy, 1918 ' 67 32
Meuse, France. October 1, 1918.”
Photographs -- SC# 23692 [no caption listed in
Catalogue of Official A.E.F. Photographs Taken
by the Signal Corps., U.S.A.], soldier pitching a ca. 1918 67 33
tent
Photographs -- SC# 24889, “German guns and
ammunition captured by the Eighteenth October 5, 67 34
Division. Bethincourt, Meuse, France. October 1918
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Photographs -- SC# 25362, “A street scene at Cheppy,
showing Red Cross tents at the right. An old October 6, 67 35
German signboard in the foreground. Cheppy, 1918

Meuse, France. October 6, 1918.”




Photographs -- SC# 26114, “View looking into village
from road that leads from Montfaucon
[Montfaucon-d'Argonne]. An American
ambulance is seen speeding out of the village,
which is still under bombardment by the
Germans. To the right of the road can be seen
débris and the body of a horse killed by a shell a
short time before. The machine-gun limber to
which he was harnessed stands beside him.
Fourth Division. Nantillois, Meuse, France.
October 5, 1918.”

October 5,
1918

67

36

Photographs -- SC# 25273, “The burning of Thiacourt
[Thiaucourt-Regniéville] on the afternoon of
September 12, 1918. The fire was started by a
German 6.2 shell. This town is now under
constant bombardment. One night the Germans
dropped five gas shells per minute for over two
hours. Thiacourt, Meurthe et Moselle, France.
September 21, 1918.”

September
21,1918

67

37

Photographs -- SC# 23124 [no caption listed in
Catalogue of Official A.E.F. Photographs Taken
by the Signal Corps., U.S.A.], 2 French and an
American[?] soldier observing the front through
telescopes & periscopes

ca. 1918

67

38

Photographs -- SC# 29650, “Interior view of room
wrecked by German shells, of the Crown
Prince’s observation house, where he saw the
Battle of Verdun from. On the left of the picture
can be seen the reinforced concrete shaft to
protect his big telescope. This shaft ran from the
cellar to the roof and was about 8 feet square.
Observations were taken in lower part of house
in a roughly finished room by the Crown Prince.
Note — This house is now used as post command,
Third Division, as well as observation post of
Third Division and Fifth Army Corps. Third
Division. Montfaucon [Montfaucon-d'Argonne],
Meuse, France. October 17, 1918.”

October 17,
1918

67

39

Photographs -- SC# 25290, “View of Bouillonville,
showing the protecting crescent-shaped hill.
Thiaucourt [Thiaucourt-Regniéville], in the
distance, being shelled. Taken from the hill over
which the Three hundred and fifty-third Infantry
entered the town. Near Bouillonville, Meurthe et
Moselle, France. September 26, 1918.”

September
26, 1918

67
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Photographs -- SC# 29527, “View of burned cars and
wreckage at the railway depot at Thiacourt
[Thiaucourt-Regniéville] after the place had been
burned and wrecked by German shell fire.
Thiaucourt, Meurthe et Moselle, France.
October 4, 1918.”

October 4,
1918

67

41

Photographs -- SC# 23125, “One of the achievements of
the American Army’s operations in the Argonne,
was the capture of Montfaucon [Montfaucon-
d'Argonne]. Montfaucon, that village on a
hilltop, which is the highest point between the
Aisne and the Meuse, and from whose church
steeple on visible for miles and miles around like
a finger pointed to Heaven, the Crown Prince
watched in 1916 the vain slaughter of his
countrymen. Here is a general view of the lay of
the land over which the Americans had to
advance. The ruins of the town now make only a
jaggard [sic] line upon the crest of the ridge.”

1918

67
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Photographs -- SC# 23693, “General John J. Pershing,
Commander in Chief of the American
Expeditionary Forces in France, left, and Major
General William M. Wright in a town in the
salient of St. Mihiel, shortly after the capture of
the salient by American troops.”

1918

67
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Photographs -- SC# 25293, “The shelling of the railway
bridge near Bouillonville. Mont Sec at the left.
Near Bouillonville, Meurthe et Moselle, France.
September 28, 1918.”

September
28,1918

67
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Photographs -- SC# 29523, “General view of the
buildings wrecked by German shell fire after
Americans had taken town. View from across
stream. Thiaucourt [Thiaucourt-Regniéville],
Meurthe et Moselle, France. October 3, 1918.”

October 3,
1918

67
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Photographs -- SC# 26694, “Entrance to dugout in ruins
of Montfaucon [Montfaucon-d'Argonne].
Montfaucon, Meuse, France. October 18, 1918.”

October 18,
1918

67
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Photographs -- SC# 27418, “Men of the First Division
encamped on hillside and horses watering in
stream. Ruins of Cheppy. Cheppy, Meuse,
France, can be seen. October 1, 1918.”

October 1,
1918

67
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Photographs -- Postcard of Théatre Royal et statue
Grétry, Liege, Belgiumca.

1918

67
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Photographs -- Postcard of Pont des Arches, Liége,
Belgium

ca. 1914

67

49
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Sgt. Green and Dinwiddie lived”
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Photographs -- 3 sqldlers s_.tandmg in front of a captured 1918 67 65
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loaded on a train and heading to the front, France
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next to artillery piece on train headed to the 1918 67 69
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Photographs -- Equipment of the 114th Field Artillery 1918 67 70
loaded on a train and heading to the front, France

Photographs -- A group of American soldiers riding on a 1918 67 71

large transport car




Photographs -- Train wreck which killed several

January 21,

members of Battery F, Manois, France 1919 67 2

Photographs -- Train wreck which killed several January 21, 67 73
members of Battery F, Manois, France 1919

Photographs -- Train wreck which killed several January 21, 67 74
members of Battery F, Manois, France 1919
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Photogrr?grhssé-- Unidentified American soldier riding 1918 67 76
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Photographs -- Artillery piece 1918 67 78

Photogr_aphs -- Unlde_ntlfled_Amerlcan soldier standing 1918 67 79
in front of artillery piece
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captured German helmet and standing in front of 1918 67 80
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Photographs -- American encampment in Toul sector, 1918 67 81
France
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Photographs -- Trees near the front 1918 67 86

Photographs -- Trees near the front 1918 67 87
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Photographs -- A large shell hole 1918 67 97
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Photographs -- Aboard the U. S. S. Finland 1919 67 100
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Photographs -- First Sergeant J. C. “Dog” Ward 1918 67 102
Photographs -- Homecoming celebration at the
Governor’s Mansion, 2205 West End Avenue, 1919 67 103
Nashville
Photographs - St. Cecilia homecoming program, 1919 67 104
Nashville
Photographs -- Victory arch built in front of State
Capitol for homecoming celebration, Nashville 1919 67 105
Photographs -- Colonel Luke Lea and the officers of the
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Photographs --_Colonel Luke _Lea, unidentified officer, 1918 67 107
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Photographs - Colonel Luke Lea and regimental 1918 67 108
chaplain
Photographs -- Studio portrait of Colonel Luke Lea and
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